
Many experts point to seven  
aspects of character that lead  

to school success: zest, grit, self-control, 
social intelligence, gratitude, optimism 
and curiosity. Studies show that  
students who possess these traits  
are often more likely to succeed than 
students who are as intelligent but  
not as driven. 
     To inspire your teen to have: 
• Zest, show enthusiasm for what 

he is learning. “Wow, zebra fish 
can regrow their fins? That’s really 
interesting!”

• Grit, encourage him to persist  
and conquer tough tasks. “I’m 
proud of how you stuck with your 
homework until you figured it out.” 

• Self-control, give him meaningful  
responsibilities. Being able to  
complete tasks at home without 

being reminded will make it easier 
for your teen to take responsibility 
for his learning. 

• Social intelligence, suggest that he 
put himself in others’ shoes. “Why 
do you think your classmate reacted 
like that?”

• Gratitude, encourage him to spend 
less time comparing himself with 
others. Instead, talk about all of the 
things he can feel grateful for. 

• Optimism, help him see the bright 
side of events. He may have to miss 
out on a late night movie with friends, 
but he will be well-rested for the SAT.

• Curiosity, suggest that he explore 
more about what he is learning. 
Encourage him to go to the library  
or research information online.

Source: P. Tough, Helping Children Succeed: What Works 
and Why, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.

Instill character traits that  
boost academic achievement

Practical ideas for parents to help their children

Discuss the  
dangers of 
skipping class 

Many students think 
skipping a class isn’t 
a big deal. They’re 
wrong. Studies show 
that students who 

skip classes:
• Fall behind because they no 

longer understand the topics 
being taught.

• Feel disconnected from the 
school. 

• Are more likely to consider 
dropping out of high school.

• Are less likely to enroll in 
higher education.

Insist your teen attend every 
class, every day. Be sure to:
• Make school attendance a 

priority in your family. Talk 
to your teen about why it is 
important. 

• Contact the teacher if you 
suspect your teen may be 
skipping a class. If your teen 
knows you will check up on 
her, she will be more likely  
to stay in school.

• Remind your teen that going 
to school is the law—skipping 
even one class is considered 
truancy. 

Source: Preventing Missed Opportunity: Taking 
Collective Action to Confront Chronic Absence , 
Attendance Works, niswc.com/high_skip2.
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When your child was in 
elementary school, it was 
fairly easy to help her 
with her homework and 
understand what she was 

learning. However, now that she’s in 
high school, you face two challenges: 
1.  Adolescence. Your teen is probably 

less likely to talk about her day than 
she was when she was younger.

2. Advanced classes. Even if you get 
your teen to open up, you might 
not understand a word she’s saying 
about her chemistry class. 

You know you should stay engaged 
with your teen’s learning. But how  
can you help? You can:
• Talk about school. Find out who her 

favorite teacher is. Ask which class 
she finds the most interesting.

• Maintain high expectations. One-
third of high school students say 
their parents have no idea how they 
are doing in school. Make sure your 
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Stay engaged and demonstrate 
interest in your teen’s learning 

Alcohol use can significantly 
damage teens’ growing brains

Teens who are good  
citizens follow rules  
and respect others.  
They take care of their 
communities and also 

tend to achieve in school. Answer yes  
or no to the questions below to see  
if you are raising a good citizen: 
___1. Do you discuss rights and 
responsibilities with your teen?  
Teens always want to talk about  
their rights—but these come with 
responsibilities. 
___2. Do you expect your teen to  
be honest? Honesty is an important 
part of citizenship.
___3. Do you talk about making  
the right choice even if it isn’t the  
most popular thing to do?
___4. Do you talk with your teen 
 about current events and ask his  
opinion about them? 
___5. Do you encourage your teen  
to take action if he reads about an 
issue that concerns him? He can  
write a letter to the editor or volunteer. 

How well are you doing? 
Each yes means you’re helping your 
teen become a better citizen. For  
each no answer, try that idea.According to a report from 

the American Academy  
of Pediatrics, 79% of teens 
ages 15 to 17 drink alcohol. 
And the majority of those 

teens are binge drinkers—having five 
or more drinks in one sitting. 
 You probably know many reasons 
why your teen shouldn’t drink alcohol. 
For example, teenagers who drink 
increase their risk of being involved  
in car accidents and engaging in  
sexual activity.
 But did you know that alcohol can 
also damage the very thing that is so 
special about your teen’s developing 
brain—its ability to grow and learn? 
Alcohol use hurts the development of 

skills teens will need to thrive in  
school and adulthood.
 Teen alcohol use can lead to:
• Poor memory.
• Poor self-control.
• Aggressive behavior.
• Lower ability to solve problems.
• Lower visual and spatial skills. 

These are used for activities that 
involve sight or movement, or  
both. Reading, math and driving  
are just a few.

So make time to talk to your teen. 
Share the facts about the dangers  
of alcohol use and binge drinking.  

Source: L. Siqueira, M.D. and V.C. Smith, M.D., “Clinical 
Report: Binge Drinking,” Pediatrics, American Academy  
of Pediatrics.

Are you helping 
your teen become 
a good citizen? 

“Education is the key to 
unlock the golden door  
of freedom.”

—George Washington Carver

teen knows that she may not always 
be the best, but you expect her to 
always do her best.

• Attend school events. This shows 
your teen that her education is 
important to you. 

• Be familiar with your teen’s testing, 
homework and project schedules. 
Even if you don’t understand 
exactly what she’s being tested  
on, saying, “Isn’t your calculus  
test tomorrow?” reminds her that 
you are paying attention.

Source: S. Blaney, Please Stop the Roller Coaster!: 
How Parents of Teenagers Can Smooth Out the Ride, 
ChangeWorks Publishing.
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The internet brings a  
world of information  
right to your teen’s   
fingertips. However,  
information available 

on the internet is not regulated for 
quality or accuracy. That means  
some of it is just junk.  
 Whether it’s for school or for his 
personal information, it’s vital that 
your teen learn to judge the merits of 
online sources. Teach your teen to:
• Ask questions. When reading 

anything online, he should ask  
himself: Is the purpose of the  
website to sell something? Where  
do the “facts” come from?

• Check out other sites. Your teen 
should use a search engine to find 

Q: My daughter has disliked  
a few of her teachers before,  
but now she has one who seems 
especially hard for her to deal 
with. Everything my teen says 
about this teacher is negative. 
What should I do?

A: When children are young,  
they usually adore their teachers. 
But as they get older, they may find 
there’s a particular teacher they 
just don’t like. That’s especially 
true in middle and high school, 
where students have a different 
teacher for each subject. 
 As a parent, you may be tempted 
to rush to your teen’s  defense. But 
many experts say the best thing you 
can do is to help her learn to deal 
with the situation herself. Here’s 
how:
• Acknowledge her feelings.  

Tell your teen that it’s OK not to 
like a teacher. But it’s important 
for her to learn how to work with 
people she doesn’t like. Tell your 
teen you know she is capable of 
working things out.

• Help her figure out what is 
causing the problem. Does  
your teen have trouble under-
standing the content? Does she 
think the teacher is treating her 
differently than her classmates? 
As you listen, remember that 
you’re only getting one side of 
the story. 

• Encourage action. Once your 
teen is clear about the problem, 
she should talk with the teacher. 
A quick meeting is sometimes  
all it takes to clear the air and 
find solutions.

• Monitor. Keep watching and 
listening. Are things improving? 
If not, it may be time for you 
to meet with your teen and the 
teacher.     
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Show your high schooler how  
to evaluate online material

other sites on the same subject. 
Comparing two or three sites  
side by side can help him see  
the limits of each.

• Use different search engines.  
As your teen checks out different 
sites, he should remember that 
many search engines are “pay for 
play.” In other words, people pay  
to have their site pop up first.

• Be wary of health information. 
Many sites are in business to sell 
products. Your teen should talk  
to his doctor about information  
he finds online.

• Remember that if something seems 
too good to be true, it probably is.

Source: “Evaluating Internet Resources,” Georgetown 
University Library, niswc.com/high_evaluate.

A mnemonic device  
is any trick that helps  
your teen learn and  
recall information. If  
he’s ever recited, “Thirty 

days hath September ...” to remember 
the number of days in a month, he  
was using a mnemonic device. 
 There are several different types of 
mnemonic devices. Encourage your 
teen to experiment and find ones that 
work best for him. He can try:
• Acronyms. Your teen can take the 

first letter from each word he wants 
to remember and make a new word 
with those letters. For example, 
HOMES is a classic acronym for 
remembering the five Great Lakes: 
Huron, Ontario, Michigan, Erie, 
Superior.

• Acrostics. The first letter in each 
word stands for one of the items  
on the memory list. “Please Excuse 
My Dear Aunt Sally” is a way to 

Your teen can use mnemonic 
devices to remember facts

remember the order of operations 
in math: parentheses, exponents, 
multiplication, division, addition, 
subtraction.

• Rhymes. When was Columbus’s 
first voyage to the New World? 
“Columbus sailed the ocean blue  
in fourteen hundred ninety-two.” 

• Music. It worked to teach the  
ABCs! Have your teen set key  
facts to a popular song and he’ll 
never get it out of his head. 

• Chunking. Since it’s easier to 
remember small chunks of  
information, your teen can divide 
longer lists into smaller groups. 

• Chaining. Your teen can create 
a silly story or image that links 
together pieces of information. 
Each item should lead him to  
recall the next item.

Source: E. Heerema, MSW, “Try these 9 Types of  
Mnemonics to Improve Your Memory,” Verywell,  
niswc.com/high_remember.
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Every year, over one  
million teens drop out  
of school. That’s more 
than 7,000 students  
each school day. While 

it used to be possible to earn a decent 
living without a high school diploma, 
today’s economy requires more 
advanced skills.
 What can parents do to make sure 
their teens stay in school? Experts  
recommend you:
• Pay attention to your teen’s 

grades and attendance—especially 
in ninth grade. Studies show that 

nearly one-third of all dropouts 
fail the ninth grade. Many never 
recover. Get academic help for 
your teen if she is struggling. 

• Help your teen feel connected 
to school. Teens need a reason  
to come to school, and learning 
may not be a strong enough moti-
vator. So encourage your teen to 
join a club or a sport. Talk with 
your teen’s counselor. Any connec-
tion will help teens stay in school.

Source: “High School Graduation Facts: Ending the 
Dropout Crisis,” America’s Promise Alliance, niswc.com/
high_dropoutfacts.
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At one time or another, 
most parents use 
rewards to motivate 
their kids. Unfortunately, 
when the rewards stop, 

sometimes the desired behaviors  
also stop. That’s especially important 
to remember when it comes to  
learning. 
 Researchers have found that  
students who are motivated only  
by the desire to get a good grade 
rarely do more than the minimum 
they need to get by. However, when 
students are motivated by an inner 
reward, they are more likely to stick 
with a task and continue learning. 
 Students with inner motivation 
(also called intrinsic motivation) learn 
because they’re curious. They also 
tend to retain what they have learned. 
To help your teen develop this:
• Give him opportunities to talk  

about what he’s learning. Show 
your interest by listening and  
asking questions. Challenge him  
to teach you something he’s 
learned in one of his classes. 

• Pique his interest. Before he 
begins an assignment, ask him  
what he hopes to learn from it.  
This simple question may help 
ignite his curiosity.  

• Acknowledge effort and prompt 
him to think about how it feels  
to accomplish something. “Wow, 
you are almost finished gathering 
the research for your paper. You 
must feel really proud!” 

Source: P.Y. Oudeyer and others, “Intrinsic Motivation, 
Curiosity, and Learning: Theory and Applications in  
Educational Technologies,” Progress in Brain Research, 
Elsevier B.V.

Help your teen 
develop intrinsic 
motivation  

Which motivation techniques 
work—and which fall short?

Take action now to make sure 
your teen stays in high school

Some of the techniques parents 
rely on to motivate their teens  

can actually have the opposite effect. 
Here are some dos and don’ts to  
keep in mind:
• Do link your teen’s personal goals 

to the task at hand. For example, 
writing the paper for her English 
class will strengthen her writing 
skills and may make writing col-
lege application essays a bit easier. 

• Do talk through problems  
with your teen without taking 
responsibility for solving them. 

• Do work with your teen to find a 
solution rather than imposing one  
on her. Teens are more motivated 
to follow through on a plan they 
helped develop.

• Don’t nag or lose your temper.  
It doesn’t work, and it ends up  
creating distance between you  
and your teen. 
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It Matters: Motivation

• Don’t always bail your teen out. 
It’s important for her to face the 
consequences of her actions—or 
inactions. 

Source: J. Nelsen, Ed.D. and L. Lott, M.A., Positive Discipline 
for Teenagers: Empowering Your Teens and Yourself Through 
Kind and Firm Parenting, Three Rivers Press.
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